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Abstract
I was born into a physical body of flesh and bone, so I thought
that I was one with it. As a carrier of my mind and soul, I believed
that it was singular to me; that I had full ownership of it. So, why
was I refusing womanhood? Was this devaluation of women a
legacy? Was this a legacy unique to Chinese women?
As a woman born and raised in a metropolitan center
in China, I proceeded through childhood and adolescence
questioning my power as a woman. Feminine maturity and the
societal pressure to follow the expectation of being a woman
gave rise to a problematic schism— my changing biological
reality led to a subconscious self-discrimination against my
gender identification.
On one hand, my viewpoint as an artist functions as a strategy
for the recognition and legitimization of my studio practice,
but it is also a way to make the silenced suffering of countless
Chinese women visible. This thesis is deconstructing my legacy
of devaluation and an extended exploration of loss.
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UNFOLD THE BODY
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Suffocation

Fan Su, Suffocation, 2019
Installation (mixed media), plastics, looping video
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I feel that I am living in an endless maze.
Every seeming exit to freedom turns out to be
another dead end.
I am screaming and fighting within a vacuum, and no matter
how hard I try, people on the outside cannot hear my crying,
and the oxygen I need to breathe escapes me.
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When I was growing up in China, every once in a while, I
would hear my mother speak about how this “woman she knew”
who was forced by, either the government, or her family, to have
an abortion; or, another woman finally had a boy after multiple
abortions. My family was fortunate enough to be able to have
two children, but my mom suffered so much to keep my sister,
emotionally and physically. There was a lot of pressure from my
father to have an abortion. He purposely went on a trip and left
my mom home alone, knowing the baby was due anytime soon.
Even this pregnancy was hard-earned after my mom had several
miscarriages, all he cared about was if it was a boy. I realized
that, in both China and, increasingly, America with its stricter
abortion laws, societies are taking away the control a woman has
over her own body.
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Suffocation (installation) is an enclosed space using a plastic

membrane and a video projection. Within the plastic enclosure,
the video projection displays a female who puts a plastic bag over
her head and breathes in and out deeply and repeatedly until
the oxygen fully escapes her. Eventually she rips off the bag so
she can breathe once more. By guiding viewers into this space, I
am recreating the scenario of the woman in the projection--the
viewers themselves, once they enter the work, are contained,
breathing inside a plastic “bag” too. The sequences of the
scenario can only be heard until the viewers enter this plastic
space where the projection is revealed. Only one person to enter
at a time making this a solitary experience.

16
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The viewers are forced to confront and, hopefully, empathize
with her desperation to breathe and survive when they watch
and hear her struggle; from the beginning, with her normal
breathing, to the moment of ripping, as she gets to the brink
of suffocation. This showcases how women feel when they are
left with no choice. On the other hand, it is “asking” the viewer:
after witnessing such desperate struggle, “how could you still be
okay and allow such injustice to be placed upon women?” The
act of ripping off the bag is my objection to these constraints.
At this moment, a choiceless reality is imposed on women in
both China and America. The fullness of this injustice is both
emotional and physical.

22

Infiltration—Below the Residue

(Front)
24

(Back)
Fan Su, Infiltration-Below the Residue, 2020
Installation (mixed media), three panels Chiffon (Ivory), glass,
looping video

Determined by cultural influence and the environment within my
family, I view the female body in an aversive way.
This condition has left an indelible imprint on me that endures to this
day.

26

Infiltration-Below the Residue

is a video installation projected
onto three layers of ivory
chiffon membranes that hang
from the ceiling. The sound of
breathing plays rhythmically
and consistently from the back
of the space. Each layer, or
membrane, has been tailored
to receive the projected image
with its fleshy images of female
body fragments. Here the skin is
presented as a reactive surface.
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The chiffon membranes transform
into skin with its sheer, transparent and
shimmery appearance; the loose folds and
drapes respond to gravity and the weight of
glass that has been sewn into its surface,
defining its texture. Illuminated with fleshy
body images, layers of the thin feathery
skin membrane turn into layers of sliced
body fragments. The fringes, the seams, the
interwoven threads, and tailored membranes
force viewers to visualize a scarred body that
has been cut, sliced, torn, dissected and
sewn. The breathing sound murmurs in the
background as if she lingered on with scars
and a touch of weeping.

32

Infiltration-Below the Residue is a moment in which we share a

body of pain and violence that countless women have suffered in
silence, especially the pain that is unseen. The pain that comes
from the absence of control of their bodies and the stress and
constraints that societies have placed on them.
In fact, I am unzipping the body from the cultural residue and
unfolding what’s below the surface. I am redrawing a conception
of body and parts, inviting viewers to consider a female body that
has been endlessly manipulated, reshaped and rebuilt under
social control.
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Stockings and Meat

38

In examining the conditions placed upon the female body,
I understand an unassimilable face: a woman’s body is most
often either a sex toy or a reproductive container.
This dissociation is reiterated across time.
Fan Su, Stockings and Meat, 2020
Stockings, premium polyester fiber, hand-blown glass, meat

With this work I explore the instabilities of a lack of
integration and embodiment.
All are fragmented.
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As if assembled from different female body parts turned
inside out, this composite sculpture is on view as an internal
subconscious layer exposed for scrutiny. Suspended above eye
level, the interconnected stockings and glass objects stuffed with
meat become stand-ins for a body controlled (and often violated)
by the objectifying male gaze.
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44

Breast

46

With feminine maturity, as
the body moves through stages
of menstruation, pregnancy and
breastfeeding, I have witnessed
many women suffer under
the expectation of providing
sustenance for others at the
expense of their own selfnurturing.
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Here, a handful of ground meat is cast as a full breast
sitting on a table. Over the span of four days, the meat begins
to decompose, with a growing stench of decay. Beauty,
disfiguration, and disgust live together as the female body is
transformed to a state of flesh.
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THE RESIDUE OF CULTURE

54

Why am I refusing womanhood?
Why do I view the female body in a negative, aversive, almost
shameful way?
How did this view arise?
How do the layers of self-obscuring penetrate opinion and
expression?

56

Over the course of thesis research, I realized I view the female

amplify multiple sensory elements in space to push against this

body in a negative, aversive, almost shameful way. It seemed to

unfair oppression on my body and that of many other women.

me that females are devalued based on the simple matter of their

I am doing this by deeply examining how Chinese women have

biological features. While growing up, I could barely navigate

been positioned throughout history as somehow unworthy.

my changing biological reality. As an artist, it became an urgent
project to unveil my legacy of devaluation and to understand

This writing is also extra support for the body of my work.

more fully how this habit of self-discrimination arose. Why am I

In the process of writing it, I learned how one’s identity is

refusing womanhood? Is this devaluation of women a legacy? Is

constructed by outside influences and shaped by institutional

this a legacy unique to Chinese women?

attitudes. It is my hope that the viewers of my work will perceive
the pain and injustices presented within it, and additionally hear

Central to this paper is an effort to account for this contextual
predicament. This is a project of self-reflexivity which draws
upon the theoretical and philosophical writings of Mary Douglas
and Susan Bordo, and a close study of Chinese culture and
history.
Within my studio practice, I place the body in a space of
public consumption, thus questioning the concept of selfownership. The choice of translucent materials reflects my effort
to unveil the female figure -- an agonistic body that has been
obscured from collective vision. I probe what lives below the
surface and bring it to visibility. In fact, I am manufacturing an
identity that casts light upon the body, which is buried under
the misperception that to be a woman is a burden. I activate and
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the voice of my fight against the oppressions that I am calling
out.

The body-what we eat, how we dress,
the daily rituals through which we attend to the body-is a
medium of culture.1
--Susan Bordo

1. Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight, Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995),
165.
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Body as a Medium of Culture
The body, as anthropologist Mary Douglas has argued, “is a
powerful symbolic form, a surface on which the central rules,
hierarchies, and even metaphysical commitments of a culture
are inscribed and thus reinforced through a concrete language of
the body. The body may also operate as a metaphor for culture.”2
If the body is a carrier of culture, then the way I perceive my body
is shaped by the culture in which I was raised. If that’s the case,
which particular part shaped my legacy of devaluation? If I feel
oppressed by society and culture, what are the mechanisms that
enforce this feeling?
Our bodies carry culture, but they are also controlled by
society and politics. Building upon the theoretical writings of
philosopher Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault, philosopher
Susan Bordo states, in Unbearable Weight, that “The body is not
only a text of culture, it is also a practical, direct locus of social
control.”3 I understand this perspective to be one where the body
can be endlessly manipulated, reshaped, redesigned and rebuilt.
It has the flexibility to be changed to conform to fashion and

2. Ibid.
3. Ibid.
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cultural values.

Traditionally Bound:
An Historical View of Chinese Culture

Further, Bordo states that, “Our conscious politics, social
commitments, striving for change may be undermined and

Family-based Patriarchy

betrayed by the life of our bodies--not the cravings of the
instinctual body imagined by Plato, Augustine, and Freud, but

Son-preference and social subordination to men are two

what Foucault calls the ‘docile body,’ regulated by the norms of

practices deeply rooted in Chinese culture, originating from the

cultural life.” In other words, the submission of our bodies to

feudal, agricultural, subsistence economy of Ancient China.

4

the cultural norm is beyond the control of our conscious mind.
In a pre-modern society with limited resources, agriculture
In order to deconstruct my legacy of devaluation, I

relied heavily on physical strength--and greater physical strength

analyze the Chinese female body historically, culturally, and

means greater sources of food and higher chances of survival.

politically within six different areas of Chinese life: Patriarchy;

Men undertook the heavy agricultural labor because they have

Confucianism; Financial Guarantee; Language Structure;

stronger bodies, and women primarily engaged in domestic

Women’s Liberation in China; Female Infanticide: One-Child

work (weaving, cooking and housework, etc.). However,

Policy.

domestic work didn’t bring any income. Consequently, women
depended on men in order to survive.
In a family unit, therefore, a boy meant extra labor and
higher income and a girl meant extra expense. Under Chinese
patriarchy, the daughter was, and is, considered a burden.

4. Ibid.
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Confucianism

may be given some goods as a form of dowry or inheritance,
her ability to sustain her economic well-being or stability is

Where Confucianism emphasizes hierarchy, it translates

constrained if she is not attached to a man.9 Patrilocality involves

into heavier burdens to women. Judith A. Berling has written

a couple residing at the man’s home, which goes hand in hand

in Confucianism that “it is built on an ancient religious

with inheritance—especially in peasant societies where land

foundation that establishes the social values, institutions,

is the main productive asset that is inherited.10 The unfair

and transcendent ideals of traditional Chinese society.”5

allocation of inheritance exists in both tangible and intangible

Confucianism is characterized as a system of social and ethical

assets, particularly education. There is a motto from ancient

philosophy, the principles of which pervaded China and East

Chinese: “女子无才便是德,” meaning, “The virtue of a lady is

Asia.6 This philosophy envisions a hierarchical society in which

everything but knowledge.” Some girls were home-educated; but

all human relationships involve a set of defined rules and mutual

within this patriarchal society, female officials were forbidden.

obligations, including family and individual relationships.7

As a result, women had limited powers of discourse and self-

In a family unit, every individual falls into a rigid hierarchy. A

awareness. Therefore, women were forced to embrace and obey

way to describe that hierarchy is patrilineal and patrilocal.8 In

their roles and responsibilities: look after the family, serve the

consequence, it will be considered arrogant or immoral if the

household, and do all the housework.

woman does not follow their father or husband.
Because of predominant patriarchal practices, the rigid
Patrilineality means the family line is continued by the male
side, and they get the most inheritance. While the daughter
5. Judith A. Berling, “Confucianism,” Asia Society, 1996, accessed Jan 30 2021, https://asiasociety.org/education/
confucianism.
6. Ibid.

hierarchy of Confucianism means women were at the bottom.
The natural order and women’s limited power made it more
difficult for women’s position to be contested. Consequently,
Confuciansim brings women heavier burdens.

7. Ibid.
8. Monica Das Gupta, “Why is son-preference so persistent in East and South Asia? A cross-country study of China, India and
the Republic of Korea,” eds. Jiang Zhenghua et al. accessed Jan 31, 2021, http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/ru/335
841468771255915/108508322_20041117143017/additional/multi0page.pdf.

9. Ibid.
10. Ibid.
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Financial Guarantee

assets (money, goods, or property/land ) to her husband or his
family in marriage.

The financial guarantee is an additional economic factor to

Living under a patriarchal society and agricultural economy,

son-preference, where families price having male children over

having a daughter meant that one wouldn’t have a strong

female ones. According to a study by Monica Das Gupta, the

laborer, which resulted in less money being brought into the

financial guarantee is one of many results from Chinese history

household while also having to pay for her dowry. If a family

and culture and it adds to the discrimination against women.11

only has a daughter, not only will they be unable to continue
the family line, but also no one will take care of them once the

In Chinese social culture, especially before the People’s

daughter is married.

Republic of China was established in 1949, the Chinese believed
that only the son is strong enough to undertake hard work and
provide support for elders; within a family unit, having a son

people tried to continue the family line by whatever means

meant financial stability was guaranteed. Under patrilocality, a

possible. Especially in a peasant society, a man without sons

woman would be considered to belong to her husband’s family

might adopt another man’s son, or take another wife or

once she is married, which means she would take care of her

concubine. Subconsciously, the effort of securing financial

parents-in-law rather than her own parents. (On April 13th 1950,

guarantee and avoiding having a daughter contributes to the

the People’s Republic of China stipulated in Marriage Law that

discrimination against women.

both son and daughter are obligated to provide support for
elders.) As a result, families couldn’t count on the woman to
provide future care, making raising women less economically
viable. The custom of dowries was another leading reason why
girls were viewed as a burden. Women are expected to bring

11. Ibid.,14.
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In order to avoid extra expense and ensure old-age support,

Language Structure

that people, mainly from lower status, perform to show their
respect. Additionally, within old Chinese phonology, “女” was

“Language not only expresses identities but also constructs
them.”12

pronounced as “nú,” means “奴” (slave). Both the written form
and the meaning of

“女” verified that women were being

considered as a lower status.
--David Evans
Secondly, a lot of adjective words compound with “女”. Some
Since language and culture are intertwined, Mandarin and

are derogatory terms, for example, “妖” (demon), “奴” (slave), “

Chinese culture are interwoven like a fabric. Consequently,

奸” (wicked/ evil), “婪” (avaricious), “妄” (absurd), “妒” (envy), “

“女”, meaning female in Mandarin, is tangled with the history of

嫉” (jealous), “婊” (bitch), “娼” (whore), “妓” (prostitute) and

discrimination against women.

“妾” (concubine). Though some words depreciate females,
some others praise them--“好” (good), “妙” (extraordinary), “

Firstly, it conveys this discrimination from how the written

娆” (charming), “妩” (lovely), “姣” (pretty), “婷” (graceful), “

form of “女” was created and the original meaning of it. Unlike

娴” (elegant).13 However, in Mandarin, there are barely any

English, which relies on the alphabetic system, Mandarin

adjectives that are formed with “男” (male), neither derogatory

contains an enormous number of characters, and each character

or commendatory.

conveys a concept with its unique abstracted shape (the written
form). The written form does not symbolize the sounds, but

This flagrant contrast between “女” and “男” captured

the meaning. From the Oracle bone script, the written form

women’s position in language, in which they are presented

of “女” resembles a woman kneeling face left with her upper

as ornamental objects to be evaluated by men. This language

body upright and her arms folded across her chest. In a rigid

structure results in, but, is also a result of the discrimination

hierarchical feudal society, kneeling is one of the gestures
13. Xu Jia, “A Contrastive Study on Linguistic Sexism in Chinese and English Languages,”Journal of Anhui Agricultural
University 17, no.5 (2008):90, accessed Jan 30, 2021, http://doi/1009-2463(2008)05-0089-07.
12. David Evans, Language and identity: discourse in the world ( London; New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2016).
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against women.

Politics
Women’s “Liberation” in China

While language is a tool for me to express my inner self and
connect with the outside world, it also constructs and influences

The Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM), largely based

my identity. Growing up with such a language leads to an

in the United States, sought equal rights and opportunities and

internalized self-discrimination. Daily speaking, writing and

greater personal freedom for women in the 1960s and 1970s.14

thinking has unconsciously influenced me in that I see myself, a

But in China, women’s liberation ultimately carried different

female, as somehow less valued than men.

connotations.
The first Chinese Women’s Liberation Movement was
intertwined with the social responsibility motto of “匹夫有
责，匹妇亦有责,” which means “The rise and fall of the nation
is the concern of every citizen. While all men share a common
responsibility for the fate of their country, so do women.” During
the Second Sino-Japanese War, while most battlefields were
in China, Chinese women were physically contributing to the
war effort. Until then, they had only engaged in domestic work.
The Sino-Japanese War gave them the opportunity to prove
that women can do the same work as men. After the People’s
Republic of China was established, the government destroyed
the family-based patriarchy and encouraged women to work

14. Elinor Burkett, “Women’s rights movement,” Encyclopedia Britannica, November 6, 2020, accessed Jan 31 2021, https://
www.britannica.com/event/womens-movement.
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in order to accelerate the socialist revolution and economic

their family. Therefore, many companies would rather have

development. Strongly motivated by achieving freedom, power of

less competitive male employees than female ones, or female

discourse and better economic status, women threw themselves

employees but with much less pay.

tirelessly into labor opportunities. The greater financial mobility
they had, the more independent they could be from their
husbands. Women’s economic status was seemingly raised.

Women’s Liberation in China raised women’s social status
but it never freed women from domestic work; instead, it
brought women heavier burdens and constraints.

However, economic equality is not the same as social equality.
Society urged women to work but it never freed them from house
chores. Their jobs and domestic work piled up. The same issues
continue to happen now.
At the same time, women are facing increased sexism at work.
Though women are allowed to have up to 98 days maternity
leave in China since 2012, this policy actually leads to an
unprecedented dilemma. Women are being excluded from the
workplace, which aggravates sexism and women’s position in
society. If a couple is preparing for a new life but only the woman
has maternity leave, for the company, a female employee means
potentially more costs but lower efficiency and earnings. Even
if some women decide against (or postpone) having a baby,
most Chinese women have almost no choice but to have a baby
to continue the family line after marriage. Otherwise, they will
face enormous pressure and discrimination from society and
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Female Infanticide: One-Child Policy

against girls. Ultrasound technology was introduced in 1980s
and became widely available for fetal sex diagnosis.17 The use

For centuries, son-preference has led to postnatal

of new technology for sex selection was soon exploited. Living

discrimination against girls. This has resulted in practices

under the One-Child Policy and a patriarchal society, many

ranging from infanticide to neglect of health care and nutrition,

women were forced to have abortions until they were pregnant

often ending in premature mortality. This situation was further

with a boy. Women are being treated as a reproduction tool.

complicated by the One-Child Policy,15 instituted in 1979.

Though the Chinese government forbade and officially made

Actually, the term “One-Child Policy” is a misnomer because it

the fetal sex diagnosis and sex-selection abortion illegal in 2016,

allows many exceptions16 for different groups including ethnic

some families (mostly in rural areas) would still rather break the

minorities, but I will keep using this term to refer to this policy.

law and pay off the criminal fines to make sure they have a boy
than give birth to a girl.

To some extent, the One-Child Policy promoted gender
equality and improved women’s social status, because it forced

The One-Child policy not only took away the rights of unborn

some families (mostly in urban areas) to give all resources to

girls, who I term “missing women,” but it also caused a severe

their only daughter. Without competition from brothers, the

sex ratio imbalance: “In 2005 it was estimated that there was a

only daughters were given unprecedented support from the

1.1 million excess of males born across the country, and that the

family and empowered to receive the same education as men.

number of males under the age of 20 exceeded the number of

This helped women challenge gender inequality.

females by around 32 million.”18 This means that from 1985 to
2005, Chinese women had approximately 32 million abortions.

However, this policy also exacerbated the discrimination

That is a tremendous amount of pain, violence and quiet
suffering, on both a physical and mental level. The surplus of

15. The One-Child policy officially started from 1979 and ended in 2015, the purpose of which was to limit the great
majority of family units in the country to one child each. It was a policy to make sure that population growth did not outpace
economic development and to ease environmental and natural resource challenges and imbalances caused by a rapidly
expanding population.
16. Since 1979, considering rural areas’ needs for labor, rural parents were allowed to have a second child if the first born is a
daughter; if the parents themselves were both the only child in the family, they were allowed to have children.
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17. Therese Hesketh, Li Lu, Zhu Weixing, “The consequences of son preference and sex-selective abortion in China and
other Asian countries,” CMAJ (Canadian Medical Association Journal). accessed Nov 2020, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pmc/articles/PMC3168620/.
18. Ibid.

young men across the country are unable to marry due to the
shortage of women. This also indirectly causes a rise in women
and child trafficking, sex crimes and an expansion of the sex
industry.
I was raised in a metropolitan center, where women have
greater resources and higher social status, but my mom still
suffered so much when she was not pregnant with a boy. The
reality of inequality, however, must have been especially painful
for women and girls brought up in small towns or villages. It
perpetuates the discrimination and violence against women.
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Conclusion

translucent materials, my work attempts to demystify and unfold
the traumatized body. It brings the viewer a direct encounter

Within a patriarchal system, I hold a lower status; once born
I am a burden. With the prevalence of sex-selection abortions, I

the viewer in the spaces I have built, I allow the viewers’ bodies to

reckon that a girl is not desired by my society.

navigate my questions through visceral experience.

Living within this history, as well as the impact of culture
and politics on women, my feelings are part fear, part anger. I
am afraid of the cruel reality and impossible challenges that a
woman must confront, and I am angry about the injustice and
violence brought upon countless other women. I realize now
that I am not refusing my womanhood; rather, I am refusing the
“unbearable weight” as Bordo states, that comes with the terms
of womanhood enforced on me and my body.
The body is not merely an object one can move away from
to avoid scrutiny. It is the subject of life as well as a site where
life happens: sex, breath, menstruation, birth, senium, death
and pain. The facts of these experiences are felt. I ask how I
can come face to face with this reality as an act of resistance to
narrow definitions, releasing oblique impulses stirred from the
underside of visibility.
By creating an immersive environment with different

80

with unsanctioned zones through artistic action. By immersing

What is a body?

What is a body without a reproductive organ?

What is my body?

What is the relationship between the body and society?

What defines a body?

How do cultural norms influence our body and identity?

What do our bodies carry?

How does the physical experience of my body inform my
sense of self?

Who has control over women’s bodies?
How could we allow emotional and physical injustice to cast
What is a reproductive organ without a body?
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onto women’s bodies?
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